When it came to table decorations, however, Mon-
sieur Varambaud gave his wife a free hand, and she
would choose what from other people's dinner-parties
appeared to be the most fashionable arrangement of
the moment. This year everybody had garlands of
smilax with a centre-piece of flowering prunus.
The week before the first of these parties was for
Madame Varambaud the busiest time imaginable. In
addition to the calls she had to pay, which nothing in
the world would have made her miss, she had to visit
the pastry-cooks, order the wines, come to terms with
the florist, engage the special servants. One whole day
was given up to polishing. The great dining-room side-
board was carried bodily into the hall and the silver
taken out. The best dinner-service was brought down
from the high shelf in the store-cupboard which it
usually occupied. Then it was the turn of the glasses,
some of which must be replaced. And, on top of all this,
Madame Varambaud was coaching her daughter for a
paper in ancient history, most unluckily fixed for the
very day of the dinner-party.
This was an important matter. On the last occasion
Cecile had only been third; so it was absolutely neces-
sary for her to do brilliantly this time! As Madame
Varambaud could not possibly be away from home for
long on such a day as this, it was arranged that Madame
Armelle, who would be coming in the morning with an
offering of fruit from her own garden, should accom-
pany them to Cecile's class in the afternoon, and that
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